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Welcome back.
I hope you've had a good start to 2019. Today is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day,
so I'd like to spend some time reflecting on race relations and how they affect
churches. There are a ton of places we could go here, but I want to focus
today's conversation on the notion of white privilege.
This phrase has not been part of my vocabulary for most of my life. And while
I've always felt that I had a good life (great parents, good health, solid
education, etc.), I haven't typically spoken of my privileges in terms of color.
And while my quality of life is not only about skin color, it seems rather naive
to sit in the middle of Memphis, Tennessee and deny that my color has
played a role in my life and my privileges.
If you are white, you might feel the same way. If you are not white, you may
have arrived at this way of thinking long before I did. Today we'll think a little
about this idea. This issue will include:
A Conversation with Richard Hughes about Myths America Lives By,
Footnotes Audio with B. Chris Simpson,
Questions You Might Be Asking,
A Few More Footnotes.
Thanks for reading.

Myths America Lives By:
An Interview with Richard Hughes

I was really excited to see a second edition of Myths America Lives By. Like
many librarians (and every college student), I'm skeptical of second editions,
since they are often cash grabs for publishers looking to sell something that
they already sold once before. They are the literary equivalent of Wendy's
grinding up old hamburgers to make chili, except I actually like that
chili...okay, bad example. But my reservations about second editions
shouldn't be held against the newest version of Myths America Lives By. Its
release has been welcomed with great reviews, including the endorsement of
Walter Brueggemann in a recent issue of The Christian Century. I recently
spoke to Richard about this project and what led him to update his earlier
work.
BT: The first edition considered five myths that undergird
American assumptions on just about everything (Chosen Nation,
Nature's Nation, Christian Nation, Millennial Nation, Innocent
Nation). Yet you later considered an additional myth.
RH: This book is deeply rooted in my Christian convictions. If we wish to
follow Jesus as serious disciples, the first step is to listen carefully to those for
whom He told us to care the most—the hungry, the homeless, the
marginalized, the impoverished, and the oppressed. The vast majority of
African Americans fit some of those categories still today. The chief purpose
of this book, therefore, is to listen carefully to what black Americans wish to
tell us. I attempted to do that and found that, from their perspective, white
supremacy still defines black life in the United States. Further, though many
whites recoil at the term, “white supremacy,” that is the term almost
universally used by blacks to describe black life in this country. Once I made
that discovery, it seemed obvious that the first edition of Myths was
incomplete.
BT: You argue that the myth of white supremacy functions at a
deeper level than individual anti-black prejudice. It is common to
hear whites who are confronted with accusations of White
Supremacy to defend themselves (ourselves) by saying that we
don’t mistreat African-Americans or that we don’t use slurs. But
you argue that we still participate in the myth of white supremacy.
How so?
RH: First, at the individual level, a myth is a deeply held assumption that
seldom rises to the level of conscious reflection. It is quite possible for
someone to deny holding racist beliefs while, at the very same time,
embracing the conviction, often held without conscious reflection, that
whites are better than blacks in critical ways. Second, at the corporate level, a
myth is a conviction, often assumed and not critically acknowledged, that is
deeply embedded into the fabric of a given culture. All Americans inevitably
participate in economic and social systems defined for many years by cultural
assumptions (i.e., myths) of white supremacy. That is why it is fair to speak
of systemic racism.
BT: I found it interesting in your historical survey that over time
we’ve had a tendency to make declarations of equality and how far
we’ve come, yet quickly followed that with actions and words that
suggest quite the opposite.
RH: The election of Barack Obama as President of the United States triggered
many claims that America had finally become a post-racial society. But
during and after his election, racism against blacks re-emerged with a
vengeance. That sort of thing has been a pattern in American life and that
alone points to the vibrant role that white supremacy continues to play in
American culture.
BT: Christians are not immune to believing (or even propagating)
these myths. What recommendations do you have for church
leaders who want to challenge the ways that Christians might
shape a better future?
RH: There are two things we must do. First, we must listen—really listen—to
what black Americans wish to tell us about their perception of white
Christianity and what it means to be black in the United States. Listening in
that way is difficult and threatening, and so typically we push back, muting
their voices, preferring instead to hear what white people—people who look
like us—have to say about race in the United States. The second thing we
must do is listen to Jesus and what He said about the rich and the poor, the
privileged and the oppressed, the established and the marginalized.
Unfortunately, we often don’t want to hear that either. But if we want to
shape a better future, we really have no choice.
BT: You touch on patriotism, faith, and race. These subjects are
deeply personal . . . and often elicit our most emotional responses.
How have readers responded to your work?
RH: Remarkably well.
BT: Besides this one, what 3 books would you recommend
Christian leaders to read to better understand some of our
participation in unhealthy myths?
RH: We especially need to read black authors and listen carefully to their
message. We may not share every perspective, but read we must if we hope to
gain self-awareness on the subject of race. For my money, the three most
powerful books are:
1. James Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree
2. Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the
Justice of God
3. Catherine Meeks, Living into God’s Dream: Dismantling Racism in
America

Listen to my interview with B. Chris Simpson, preacher of the Holmes Road
Church of Christ in Memphis. Really good stuff here.

Questions You Might Be Asking
I've noticed many writers about race lean to the political
left...anything for those of us on the right?
Jason Riley, Please Stop Helping Us: How Liberals Make it Harder for
Blacks to Succeed
Thomas Sowell, Discrimination and Disparities
I love the ideals of racial justice, but am not terribly political...
anything for Christians and the church?
Jim Wallis, America's Original Sin: Racism, White Privilege, and the
Bridge to a New America.
Jennifer Harvey, Dear White Christians: For Those Still Longing for
Racial Reconciliation
Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy
Carolyn Helsel, Anxious to Talk About It: Helping White Christians
Talk Faithfully About Racism
Anything historical on how we got here?
Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of
America's Great Migration
Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name
I'm an experiential learner. Where should I visit to learn more?
Well, duh.
I'm not a big reader (yet I've made it this far in this newsletter....).
Anything for me?
The film 13th is really well done. Michelle Alexander might convert you
into a reader after all....

A Few More Footnotes
1. Top reasons young people drop out of church.
2. Virginia Theological Seminary finds a revenue stream....selling Assyrian
art for $31 million (prompting every librarian to rummage through
their desk drawers looking for the key to that one overstuffed storage
closet downstairs).
3. What if My Work Isn't My Passion?
4. David Brooks on "The Morality of Selfism."
5. Little late for Christmas, but worth reading Pete Enns's endorsement of
St. Nick.
6. Got an inheritance from parents, took a decent job, made 67k a year,
lived frugally, and then died....and left 11 million dollars to charity.
7. Brad East on "Church and the Common Good."
8. Nice feature in Christianity Today, "Biblical Archaeology's Top 10
Discoveries of 2018."
9. New York Times writer Nicholas Kristof's interview with biblical
scholar and apologist William Lane Craig about Jesus, Christmas, and
the Virgin Birth.
10. Marie Kondo sparked controversy recently when her Netflix series
encouraged household's to get rid of some books. I'm drawn to this
counterpoint.
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